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Re-designing Gentrification

In Paris sans le people, a book on the gentrification of Paris, Anne
Clerval writes (in a French to English translation) that, “gentrification
reflects the dynamics of class relationships in the urban space” (p.
10). This thesis explores this dynamic in the context of American cities
and additionally points to race relations, and private-public interests’
relations as other important factors in the American urban sphere.
This thesis is an exploration of how capital plays a critical role in
the morphology of the built environment. One of the ways that
this is most obviously observed is through the commonly occurring
phenomena in major cities called gentrification. In cities like San
Francisco, the case study for this project, unchecked capitalism and
complacent city governments have resulted in reshaped urban
environments that cast the poor communities that shaped them
into the wayside. This thesis seeks to encourage critical thinking
about how architecture has become a tool for gentrification and
displacement, a truth that the field has largely turned a blind eye
to in both academia and practice, and provide insight on how it
could also be used to address and redesign the way neighborhoods
become “gentrified.”

thesis contention
4

Ultimately, this thesis takes the form of both a proposal and a
critique. As a proposal, this thesis argues for a re-insertion of
lower and middle-class communities back into the city through
housing that is integrated into the existing urban fabric, rather
than through isolated housing projects pushed to the city’s
outskirts. Furthermore, to create housing opportunity for these
communities, this thesis proposes the use of air rights and
accessory dwelling units as strategies that are a manipulation of
the existing San Francisco zoning code. At the same time, while
the project sets up this proposal, it is also a self-critique, which
challenges architecture’s own ability to “fix” social ills.
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context
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history of restrictive zoning
The project tests these ideas in San Francisco, which is largely deemed the poster
child for gentrification and displacement. In a state that already experiences an extreme housing crisis, San Francisco’s history of using zoning laws as a tool to restrict construction, confine communities of color, and increase property values only
exacerbated the situation. Thus, this thesis argues for a manipulation of the existing
zoning code to flip those intentions.
From their inception, zoning laws in San Francisco were used to limit growth in the
city. During the city’s rise as a boomtown in the wake of the Gold Rush, legislatures
passed the city’s first zoning law, the Cubic Air Ordinance. As real estate speculation
increased, the ordinance required boarding houses to give a minimum of 500 cubic
feet of space per tenant. The rule was masked as a measure to tighten safety measures in the city, but in reality, the law, backed by anti-Chinese labor groups, directly
and intentionally targeted the city’s growing Chinese immigrant population, as it was
only enforced in Chinese neighborhoods. As a result, the ordinance indirectly criminalized Chinese renters and landlords, and creating opportunity for white landlords
to reclaim these properties (Oatman-Stanford, 2018).
The Cubic Air Ordinance set a precedent of a trend of exclusionary zoning and
policies to segregate people by race and class, limit growth, and increase property
values. After the 1906 earthquake, approximately 80% of the city was destroyed. Yet
when the planning commission passed the first modern zoning code in 1921, it did
so with the same intentions of exclusion and segregation. The new zoning ordinance
created 6 land-use categories: 2 residential categories, a light and a heavy industrial
category, a commercial and an unrestricted category. Yet as the former director of
the Planning Department remarked, “the underlying use of zoning to segregate people and income levels is undeniable. It was part of the original intent” (Oatman-Stanford, 2018). The code kept wealthy neighborhoods exclusive by imposing density
controls. Even with discrimination laws in place, the planning commission blatantly
acknowledged that certain areas in the Filmore district were designated as residential in order to prevent more Japanese businesses from opening up there. “In theory,
zoning was designed to protect the interests of all citizens by limiting land speculation and congestion,” Kenneth T. Jackson writes in Crabgrass Frontier. “…in actuality,
zoning was a device to keep poor people and obnoxious industries out of affluent
areas.”
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1853 United States Coast Survey map via Google Images
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From then on, the planning commission’s vision for new growth
and development aligned with that of wealthy residents, by raising property values through land speculation, especially in the
undeveloped western and southern edges of the city. In 1928, the
planning commission officially established 40ft height limits for
the wealthiest areas of the city such as Presidio Heights, Pacific
Heights, and the Marina. Furthermore, powerful landowners continued to sway zoning commissioners’ stance on zoning issues.
The code was strictly enforced in wealthy residential areas and in
the downtown financial district, but the Board of Supervisors often
granted zoning changes in other areas to property owners that
were willing to accompany it with compensation.
In 1960, the city approved a new zoning code which “catered
to white-flight fantasies of the era by encouraging single-family
homes in the newer, mostly white neighborhoods around the city’s
fringe, while allowing relatively unlimited growth in the downtown
core” (Oatman-Stanford, 2018).
More recently, California, which suffers from a state-wide housing crisis, is now beginning to address these detrimental planning
policies with new laws which seek to expedite new housing construction. A bill passed in 2017 called SB-35 requires Californian
cities to meet their regional housing goals. With levels of homelessness increasing in San Francisco and throughout the state, the
bill is an attempt to use zoning legislation for good. Still, economic
inequality in San Francisco especially remains high, and the effects
of these restrictive zoning laws have yet to be sufficiently mitigated
(Pandell, 2019).
2020 Land Use map via sfplanning.org
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As reinvestment in the city began in the late 20th century, a wave of corporate-driven gentrification, backed by a complacent city government, began with
the rise of Silicon Valley. During the 1980s and 90s, the area became an incubator for high technology startups, which began with semiconductors and shifted
to manufacturing of personal computers, and then to computer software and
internet-based businesses. Around this time, Stanford students established approximately 100 new companies each year, and entrepreneurs flocked to the area.
Growth in the area exploded—in 1959 there were 18,00 high tech jobs in the area,
by 1971 there were 117,000, and by 1990 there were 268,000 positions. By the turn
of the century, the population in Silicon Valley was over 2 million (Dennis, 2019).
The Dot Com Boom of the 1990s created an influx of tech workers into the Bay
Area. These well-paid professionals created an environment in the housing market
where landlords saw an opportunity make more money by evicting lower-income,
long-time residents and renting to tech workers at exponentially higher prices.
Furthermore, private shuttles provided by tech companies for their employees
living in the city drove up rent prices in areas near the shuttle’s pick-up stops. The
buses became highly controversial, as they were essentially a visual representation of the gentrification and economic inequality that became rampant in the city
(Anti-Eviction Mapping Project).
Landlords and developers were able to take advantage of influx of high-paying
tech workers in part due to faults and negligence in the existing rent laws. In 1979,
San Francisco passes the first rent control ordinance, the Residential Rent Stabilization and Arbitration Ordinance. Among other things, the ordinance required
landlords to have a “just cause” in order to evict a tenant (Murphy, 2017). Of the
16 allowable reasons for eviction, Owner Move-in evictions later became one of
the most used just causes by landlords in order to evict their low-in come tenants
and increase the price of their property to match the market which was becoming
rapidly more expensive (Rent Board). To exacerbate the situation, in 1985, California passed the Ellis Act, which allowed landlords to evict tenants if they desired to
“go out of the rental business” (Cosco, 2014). In reality, the law gave landlords an
easy way to turn their rent-controlled apartments to market rate. This legislation
is often cited as a driving force behind the high rate of evictions in the city. Then
in 1998, landlords and developers discovered a loophole in the Live/Work Ordinance. Seeking profit from the influx of tech workers looking for housing, developers abused the loophole which allowed them to buy up low cost land in industrial
areas and sell them as high-cost live-work lofts. This particular discovery directly
contributed to an influx of tech workers expanding into the Mission District and a
subsequent displacement of lower-income families and artists (Anti-Eviction Mapping Project).

“Eviction, 158-160 Langton Street” by Janet Delaney
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gentrification & displacement
definitions
Gentrification is defined by the Urban Displacement Project as “the influx
of capital and higher-income, higher-educated residents into working-class
neighborhoods.”
Displacement occurs when “housing or neighborhood conditions actually
force moves. Displacement can be physical (as building conditions deteriorate)
or economic (as costs rise). It might push households out, or it might prohibit
them from moving in, which is called exclusionary displacement. Displacement,
whether physical or economic, may result from disinvestment or investment”
(Urban Displacement Project.)
Displacement is currently occurring in 48% of Bay Area neighborhoods.

“Langton between Folsom and Harrison Streets, 1979” by Janet Delaney

The influx of Silicon Valley tech workers is often blamed as the cause of gentrification and vast economic inequality in San Francisco and the Bay Area. But as
Rebecca Solnit and Susan Schwartzenberg note in Hollow City, this scenario is a
larger reflection of the results of uncontrolled capitalism. They write:
“San Francisco has been for most of its 150-year existence both
a refuge and an anomaly. Soon it will be neither. Gentrification
is transforming the city by driving out the poor and working
class, including those who have chosen to give their lives over to
unlucrative pursuits such as art, activism, social experimentation,
social service. But gentrification is just the fin above the water.
Below is the rest of the shark: a new American economy in which
most of us will be poorer, a few will be far richer, and everything
will be faster, more homogenous and more controlled or controllable. The technology boom and the accompanying housing
crisis have fast-forwarded San Francisco into the newest version
of the American future, a version that also is being realized in
Boston, Seattle, and other cities from New York and Atlanta to
Denver and Portland” (p 13-14).
14

Some immediate factors that contribute to gentrification and displacement
include an area’s proximity to rail stations, job centers, and historic housing
stock. Housing that is in a strong real estate market, like the Bay Area, is also
more susceptible to gentrification. Renter neighborhoods and neighborhoods
with people of color are also at higher risk of being gentrified. In fact, reports
indicate that low-income people of color in the Bay Area suffer the most as
housing prices rise, and displacement pressures push them into higher-poverty, lower-resource neighborhoods (Urban Displacement Project).
Two main approaches to addressing the issue include:
1. Preserving existing affordable housing
2. Increasing production of new housing, whether it is market-rate or affordable
Many argue for an increase production of affordable housing, yet there is
no clear relationship or between building new housing and keeping housing
affordable in a particular neighborhood. Yet, increasing affordable housing and
housing density has potential to mitigate gentrification (Urban Displacement
Project).
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TIMELINE OF GENTRIFICATION

1900

1800
1776: the first colonizers
arrive in San and establish
Mission San Francisco de Asís
and the Presidio.

1848: Gold is discovered in
California, spurring the first
large influx of people seeking
wealth. San Francisco became the boom town base
for the gold rush.
September 9, 1850: California is annexed into the
US. Under the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo, Land
there previously owned by
Mexicans were supposed to
be honored until Congress
passed the California Land
Act, which allowed most of
the grants to be called into
question.

1934: The National Housing
Act of 1934 becomes the first
federal law with the goal of
eliminating slums and building new low-income units.
One of the main focueses
was to encourage home
ownership. The law births the
practice of redlining.

1940

1950

1960

1970

1980

1990

1948 the San Francisco
Redevelopment Agency is
founded with to aim to fight
urban blight and encourage
private development and
improvement. Unfortunately,
the funding model was self
serving, and collected some
of the increased property
taxes for itself.

1953: the first house in the
Western Additions, a vibrant
Black neighborhood, is torn
down under the new government policy promoting urban
renewal

1966: The South of Market Redevelopment Plan is
approved which leads to
40,00 housing units to be
demolished. The Moscone
Convention Center and the
Marriott Hotel are built.

1970: The Area A-2, a portion
of the city made up of 10,000
residents and 60 square
blocks in the Western Addition, is “cleared”

1985: California passes the
Ellis Act, providing landlords with a way of making their rent-controlled
apartments to market rate.
This has been cited as a
driving force behind mass
evictions in gentrifying San
Francisco.

1997: The first “Dot Com
boom prompts Owner
Move In Evictions and
Tenancy-In-Commons
sales, displacing long term
tenants

1949: The Federal Housing Act of 1949 is passed,
which provides federal
funding for slum clearance,
urban renewal projects and
public housing.

1851 the Public land commission allowed squarters
to claim unoccupied public
lands by squatting. The goal
was to encourage newcomers to settle in the area

1953: US Supreme Court
Rules on Barrow V. Jackson,
outlawing race-restrictive
covenants to segregate residential areas. This had long
be used in California
1954 a private developer creates a San Francisco Prosperity Plan which included many
different programmatic developments but also would require
the removal of 4,000 residents
and 700 small businesses
1956: The Federal Aid Highway
Act sets the stage for suburban
development and “white flight”
1958 the Small Business
Investment Act passes, allowing the government to
subsidize private investment
in tech start-up businesses.
1959: The historic culture center
that was Montgomery Block is
demolished to make way for
the Transamerica Pyramid
1959: Ant- poor politician Justin
Herman becomes the head of
San Francisco’s Redevelopment
Agency

1942: the birth of Silicon
Valley begins here, when
Stanford Professor Terman
attracts federal funding
for electronics after WWII.
Military contracts support
research projects.

1951: Stanford builds Stanford
Industrial Park, now known as
Stanford Research Park, which
was the first university-owned
industrial park. It focused on
technology and early tenants of
the space were Lockheed Martin
and General Electric.

1964: The term
“gentrification” is
coined by Ruth Glass.

1978: The Federal Historic
Preservation Tax Credit
is passed into law, now
allowing developers to
apply for a tax credit equal
to 10 percent of the cost of
a building’s rehab. This entices developer to renovate
old industrial buildings,
and adaptive reuse design
takes off.
1979: Owners of Single
Room Occupancy hotels
converts their properties to
tourist hotels, displacing its
long term, low-income residents.
1979 Trinity Properties frequently and dramatically
raises rents on tenants, to
the point that they organize,
and the first rent control laws
passed

2000

2010
2011-2013: 69% of No-Fault
Evictions occurred within
four blocks of known shuttle
stops during this period.
2013 Google bus protests take
place

1998: Owner-move-in
Evictions are limited by
new legislation but real
estate agents and investors
then start invoking the Ellis
Act to get rid of long term
tenants.

2014: San Francisco creates
the Small Sites Program
which allows tenants facing
eviction to say in their homes
by providing them with
low-interest loans to nonprofit
affordable housing developers,
who then acquire the buildings
at market price from the previous landlord. The program
has saved nearly 200 rental
housing units in just 4 years.

1998 — 2000: a Loophole
in the Live/Work Ordinance is discovered and
abused by developers to
get low cost land in industrial areas and sell livework lofts at high prices
with tax advantages. This
lead to the explosion of do
com tech workers expanding into the Mission District, displacing artists and
families.

2018: In the 2017 tax reform
bill, Congress created the Opportunity Zone tax incentive
for investors, with billions of
dollars towards investment in
impoverished areas already be
planned.

1979: The first rent control
ordinance, named Residential Rent Stabilization and
Arbitration Ordinance, is
passed.

1971: Ralph Vaerst, a local
entrepreneur, coins the
term “Silicon Valley.”

1998: Founded at Stanford
University, Google incorporates

2004: Google starts using
tech shuttles to transport
employees living in the city
to the Google Campus in
Silicon Valley. Other tech
companies follow their

1954: a private developer creates a San Francisco Prosperity Plan which included many
different programmatic developments but also would require
the removal of 4,000 residents
and 700 small businesses
1956: Lockheed Martin establishes a home in Santa Clara
County for its Missile Systems
Division.
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mapping gentrification in San Francisco
The following images are screen shots of maps taken from the Urban Displacement Project, created by the
University of California, Berkley. Show different factors relating to gentrification, such as income, mapped
across the Bay Area. Some of the Maps show the same information mapped across different timeframes.
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INCOME in 2013
64% of households
are low income
52% of households
are low income
40% of households
are low income

EVICTION NOTICES
eviction notices since 1997

Map by Elena Whittle, information sourced from ARC GIS
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28% of households
are low income
16% of households
are low income

Map by Elena Whittle, information sourced from ARC GIS
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strategies
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transferable development rights/air rights
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After an analysis of the zoning code, the project proposes use of Air Rights/Transferable Development Rights and
Accessory Dwelling Units to create housing opportunity for
lower income communities in areas of the city that have
been overlooked. Both these principles are discussed and
regulated in the Planning Code of San Francisco.
A program to allow the transfer of unused buildable space,
Transferable Development Rights or “air rights,” started in San
Francisco in the late 20th century. The program was initially
created to allow historic buildings like churches to sell their
unused developable area up to the allowable height and density limit to other parties that wanted buildings that exceeded
the height limit.
A careful analysis of the limits of Transferable Development
Rights reveals that within certain parts of the C-3 downtown
district of San Francisco, unused gross floor area from lots
that have not built to the full capacity allowed in the zoning
code can be transferred to adjacent lots within the district
for development. Lots have several requirements in order to
be considered an eligible Transfer Lot, but generally, Transfer
Lots include historic or significant buildings, which are designated by Article 10 and 11 of the planning codes, as these
buildings are often far below the height, Floor Area Ratio, and
density limits allowed within the C-3 District. According to the
planning code, the amount of TDR available for transfer from
a Transfer Lot equals “the difference between (1) the allowable gross floor area permitted on the Transfer Lot by Section
124 and (2) the gross floor area of the development located
on the Transfer Lot.” Eligible Development Lots (the lots that
receive the transferable development rights) are generally any
building within the C-3 district is not a historic or significant
building. Similarly, the air rights of a lot indicate the unused
allowable space (air) above a building that could be legally
developed within the limitations of the code. Like Transferable
Development Rights, unused air rights provide an opportunity
24

A portion of the block in the downtown C-3 district referenced in the following TDR diagrams. This block is also the
site of the Air Rights Intervention. Source: Elena Whittle
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ELIGIBLE TRANSFER LOTS FOR TDR

DEVELOPMENT LOTS FOR TDR

eligible transfer lots in the C-3 district

eligible development areas

P district areas adjacent to the C-3 district,
eligible for transfer of TDR

article 10 registered landmarks in C-3 district

article 11 registered significant buildings in the
SOMA Extended Preservation and Central SOMA
Special Use districts.eligible for transfer of TDR

article 11 registered significant buildings
in the C-3 or Central SOMA Special Use districts

C-3 district

C-3 district

Central SOMA Special Use districts

Central SOMA Special Use districts

South of Market Extended Preservation district

Map of lots eligible to transfer unused Transferable Development Rights. Source: Elena Whittle
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Map of lots eligible to receive unused Transferable Development Rights from transfer lots. Source: Elena Whittle
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air rights/TDR block analysis

NEIGHBORHOODS
C-3 zoning district
C-3 zoning district
the Mission neighborhood

Map highlighting the 2 areas for the project’s interventions: the Mission District and Downtown. Source: Elena Whittle
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Site for air rights and transferable development rights (TDR) analysis.
The 3 blocks are located at the intersection of Montgomery St. and
California St. The block is in the C-3 zoning district.
29
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b4
a4
a2

a4

b4
b2

b4
a4
b2

a2

a1

a3

a3

b1

b3

a1

b3

a3

A. ANALYSIS OF BLOCK in BUILT FORM
this diagram is an analysis of a block in the downtown C-3-O
district. buildings registered as historic or significant buildA. ANALYSISUPON
OF BLOCK
A. ANALYSIS OF BLOCK in BUILT FORM
B. OPPORTUNITY for BUILDING
AIRin BUILT FORM
ings are indicated by a darker grey color. a3 shows
the
floor
RIGHTS
AND
TDR
this diagram is an analysis of a block in the
this diagram is an analysis of a block in the
downtown C-3-O district. buildings registered
area
ratio
(FAR)
limit
for
this
block
according
to
the
code.
a4
historic
or significant
buildings are indicatdowntown C-3-O district. buildings registered
the diagrams analyses howasmuch
permitted
and
b2
a2
by a darker grey color. a3 shows the floor
as shows
historic or significant
buildingsspace
are indicathow much
can be built atop the existing
strucunused space
is available toedinsert
housing into the
area ratio (FAR) limit for this block according
ed by a darker grey color. a3 shows the floor
block using air rights.
to the code. a4 shows how much space can
tures
that
not
historic
area
ratio (FAR)
limitare
for this
block
according buildings. building upon historic or
be built atop the existing structures that are
to the code. a4 shows how much space can
noton
historic
building
upon historic
The
diagram
then
speculates
howbuildings.
this usable
space
landmark buildings is prohibited by a2
the code. could be broken up and assembled
or landmark buildings is prohibited by the b2
be built atop the existing structures that are
using replicable kit
not historic buildings. building upon historic
or landmark buildings is prohibited by the
code.
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b1

code.

of part modules. the different colored pieces indicate
different types of kit parts. the darker colored pieces
are portions that would have to be custom-made, to
fit to the existing fabric, rather than pieces from the
kit.

b3

B. OPPORTUNITY for BUILDING UPON AIR RIGHTS AND TDR
the
diagrams analyses how much permitted and unused space is
B. OPPORTUNITY for BUILDING UPON AIR
RIGHTS
AND TDR
available
to insert housing into the block using air rights.
the diagrams analyses how much permitted and
unused space is available to insert housing into the
a2
block using air rights.

The diagram then speculates on how this usable space could be
The diagram then speculates on how this usable space
broken
up and assembled using replicable kit -of-part modules. the
could be broken up and assembled using replicable kit
of part modules. the different colored pieces indicate
different
pieces
indicate different types of kit parts. the darkdifferent types of colored
kit parts. the darker
colored pieces
are portions that would have to be custom-made, to
er
pieces
portions
that would have to be custom-made,
fit tocolored
the existing fabric,
rather than are
pieces from
the
kit.
to fit to the existing fabric, rather than pieces from the kit.
b2
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Investigation into the opportunities for design interventions through ADUs and TDR are two strategies to
speculate on new ways to work with the existing urban
fabric to provide housing for displaced communities.
The San Francisco Planning code describes an Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) as “a dwelling unit that
is constructed either entirely within the existing built
envelope, the ‘living area’ as defined in State law, or
the buildable area of an existing or proposed building
in areas that allow residential use; or is constructed
within the existing built envelope of an existing and
authorized auxiliary structure on the same lot.”
The code permits ADUs in all residential zones. One
ADU is eligible on a lot that has 4 or less existing
dwelling units, and an unlimited amount of ADUs
are permitted for lots containing 5 or more dwelling
units.
Even on lots eligible for ADUs, there are many restrictions on how it is built. The code prohibits ADUs being
built on the last 25% (or 15’ at minimum) of a property. Furthermore, an Accessory Dwelling Unit must
be constructed entirely within the buildable area of an
existing lot, “provided that the ADU does not exceed
the existing height of an existing building, or within the
built envelope of an existing and authorized standalone garage, storage structure, or other auxiliary
structure on the same lot.”

32

A portion of the Mission District block referenced in the following ADU diagrams. This is also the site for the
ADU intervention. Source: Elena Whittle
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RESIDENTIAL
ZONING
residential,
house character districts
rh-3
rh-2
rh-1, rh-1(d), rh-1(s)

residential mixed district
(houses and apartments)
rm-3, rm-4
rm-1, rm-2

residential commerical/ transit-oriented
and downtown residential
rc-3,rc-4, rto, rto-m
rh-dtr, sb-dtr, tb-dtr

neighborhood commercial and
neighborhood transit-oriented districts
nc-1, nc-2, nc-3, nc-s, ncd
nct-1, nct-2, nct-3, nct, rcd
mixed use
including residental

Map grouping differnt types of residential zoning in San Francisco. Source: Elena Whittle
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OPPORTUNITY for ADUs
up to 1 ADU permitted
unlimited number of ADUs
permitted

Based on the previous map, this map shows were ADU’s are allowed based on the density of residential zoning allowed in each area.
Source: Elena Whittle
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accessory dwelling unit block analysis

IDENTIFIED PARCELS with
OPPORTUNITIES for ADUs
parcels identified as eligible
for at least 1 ADU by the
San Francisco Planning Department

Site for accessory dwelling unit (ADU) analysis in the following
diagrams. This is also the site for the ADU intervention. The
block is located on Folsom St. between 20th and 21st Streets.
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accessory dwelling unit block analysis
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a2.2

a2.2

a4

b3

b3

a4
c3

b5

a2.1

a3
a2.1

a3

b2

c3

c5

b2

c2

b1

c1

c2

a1
a1

b5

b1
b4

a2.3

a2.3

c1
c4

b4

B. OPPORTUNITY for ADUs in CURRENT BLOCK,
ALLOWABLE in the PLANNING CODE
A. ANALYSIS of BLOCK in BUILT FORM

this diagram is an analysis of block subdivision and setback
a2.2
A.requirements,
ANALYSIS of BLOCKleading
in BUILT FORM
B. the
OPPORTUNITY
forreADUs inofCURRENT
A. ANALYSIS
BLOCK in BUILT FORMb3
to current built form.
setbacks
BLOCK, ALLOWABLE in the PLANNING CODE
thisquirments
diagram is an analysis
of block
subdiviinclude
front
and rear reard restrictions, asthis
well
as is an analysis of block subdividiagram
sion and setback requirements, leading to
the diagrams analyses
howsetback
much permitted
and leading to
sion
and
requirements,
height
restrictions.
Diagrams read from bottom
to top.
current
built form.
the setbacks requirments
unused space is available
to insert
housing
into the requirments
current built
form.
the setbacks
include front and rear reard restrictions, as
well as height restrictions.
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block, following the
code front
restrictions
on Accessory
include
and rear
reard restrictions, as
Dwelling Units. well as height restrictions.
The diagram then speculates on how this usable space
could be broken up and assembled using replicable kit
of part modules. the lighter colored yellow pieces indicate pieces from the kit. The darker colored pieces are

a2.2

the diagrams analyses how much permitted and unused space is available
to insert housing into the block, following the code restrictions on Accessory Dwelling Units.
c3

C. OPPORTUNITY
for ADUs in CURRENT
B. OPPORTUNITY
for ADUs in CURRENT
BLOCK, FEWER BLOCK,
CODE RESTRICTIONS
ALLOWABLE in the PLANNING CODE

b3

C. OPPORTUNITY for ADUs in CURRENT
BLOCK, FEWER CODE RESTRICTIONS

the diagram then speculates on how this usable space could be broken

unlike the previousthe
diagram,
thisassembled
one
liberates
up
and
replicable
lighter
colored
diagrams
analyses
how using
much permitted
andkit of part modules. the
unlike
the previous
diagram, this one liberates
itself from some of the restrictions of the code
unused
space
is available
to insert
housing
intothe
the kit. The darker colored
itself from
some
of the restrictions of the code
yellow
pieces
indicate
pieces
from
pieces
are
regarding ADUs. the code prohibits constructhe code prohibits construcblock,
following
the
code
restrictions
Accessory
portions
that
would
have toonbe
custom-made, to fit to theregarding
existingADUs.
fabric,
tion of ADUs that would
increase the
height
of
Dwelling
Units.
tion
of
ADUs
that
would increase the height of
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the Initiatives
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the initiatives
With these contexts, the project is based on a speculative brief:
In an effort to combat its severe housing shortage, the city of
San Francisco starts an initiative in which it buys and takes
over air rights above eligible buildings in the downtown C-3
district. The initiative is aimed especially at buildings owned
by tech or financial companies, in an effort to make some of
the resources from San Francisco’s richest available to those
that are quickly being pushed out. The city hires a team of
architects to build a flexible kit-of-parts, to be used to create
housing complexes on the roofs of eligible buildings throughout Downtown San Francisco. In addition to housing units,
the kit must also provide infrastructure for shared amenities,
greenspace, and a structure that can be built upon over time
as more need arises. This is part 1 of the initiative.
Similarly, in part 2 of the initiative, the city also makes the
decision to purchase the centers of the blocks of gentrifying
neighborhoods within the city, such as the Mission District,
with the same intentions of providing affordable housing
in areas that have become increasingly exclusive to former
lower and middle-income residents. The same kit of parts
used with the Air Rights initiative will also be used for these
center-block interventions. Using the strategy of accessory
dwelling units as a starting point, these center-block interventions are intended to provide housing and integrated
space for new residents along with the current homeowners.
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The main element of the kit of parts is the
basic 20x20’ housing unit piece. This piece
comes in several variations, with windows on
up 1 to 3 sides of the piece, and the option
to leave out 1 or 2 of the perimeter walls of
the piece, to allow for the conglomeration of
multiple pieces to create large spaces. Inside,
movable partitions are added based on the
program of each housing piece. This basic
housing piece can house any program from
bedrooms, kitchens or bathrooms. Holes can
be drilled into the pieces where needed to
allow for piping and other systems. The housing piece can also have the option to have a
bay window addition attached on one side of
it.
The main circulation piece is a faceted cylinder, the form of which is pulled from the extruding bay windows found on many facades
along commercial streets in the city. The basic
piece is a structural frame that holds a spiral
staircase on the inside. The center of the spiral
can also hold an elevator core or just be left
open. This circulation piece can be stacked as
many times as needed.
The 3rd main piece houses nonresidential
programs such as greenhouses, bodegas,
workspace, and nurseries. The formal character of this piece is pulled from the pitched
roof elements of many of the prevalent Edwardian home in San Francisco. The basic
piece is encased in glass unless other cladding
is requested.
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The city’s joint initiatives begin with positive intentions: that rather than developing more housing in low-income neighborhoods
pushed far outside the city, where teachers, service workers, and
others would have draining commutes, the city and its architects
seek to re-insert low-income communities back into the areas where
they’ve been excluded. Yet when different social and political factors
come into play, the project investigates where architecture can create positive change and where its impact reaches its limits. In both
scenarios, the existing residents, the target residents, and the city
have varying degrees of control. In Initiative1, the city agrees to allow the owners of the downtown buildings to lead the construction
of the complexes above their building, as long as the owners agree
to add more units than is minimally required. In Initiative 2, existing
homeowners on the block may opt to sell their home to the city for
a considerable price, which would allow the new intervention to take
over more of the existing block fabric.
The schemes use the same building blocks from a “kit of parts” but
the way that they manifest differently is a result of the different stakeholders and socio-political factors at play. To prevent over-complication, the project considers 3 key stakeholders. The first of which is
the city of San Francisco (which is the official client of the project).

existing residents

The 2nd key stakeholders are the current residents of the existing buildings. In today’s San Francisco, where the project is set, they
are those who can afford to live in this expensive real estate market.
They are typically young upper-middle class professionals, many of
whom do not have children.
The 3rd key group is the incoming residents of the new intervention, the target population for the initiative. They are those who are
most at risk of being priced out of their neighborhoods, and are typically lower- to middle income families, many of whom are minorities.

new residents
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DEVELOPMENT LOTS FOR TDR
DEVELOPMENT LOTS FOR TDR
eligible development areas

the site

article 10 registered landmarks in C-3 district
article 11 registered significant buildings
in the C-3 or Central SOMA Special Use districts

With this brief and the its guidelines, 4 speculative
schemes are designed to test the viabilityC-3
of district
the
Initiative before it is implemented throughout the
city. Two versions of Initative 1 are createdCentral
on aSOMA Special Use districts
block in downtown San Francisco, on the roofs of 2
buildings at the corner of Sansome and Sacramento Street. The site is essentially 3 adjacent buildings,
whose programs include, office space, apartments,
and street-level retail stores and cafes.

eligible development areas
article 10 registered landmarks in C-3 district
article 11 registered significant buildings
in the C-3 or Central SOMA Special Use districts
C-3 district
Central SOMA Special Use districts

Additionally, two versions of Initiative 2 are created
in the Mission District, an infamously gentrified area
of the city, on a block at the intersections of 20th,
Folsom and 21st Street. The block if fully residential
and most of the buildings are single or two-family
homes.

site for Initiative 1
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site for Initiative 1
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test site for Initiative 2
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RESIDENTIAL
ZONING
residential,
house character districts
rh-3
rh-2
rh-1, rh-1(d), rh-1(s)

residential mixed district
(houses and apartments)
rm-3, rm-4
rm-1, rm-2

residential commerical/ transit-oriented
and downtown residential
rc-3,rc-4, rto, rto-m
rh-dtr, sb-dtr, tb-dtr

neighborhood commercial and
neighborhood transit-oriented districts
nct-1, nct-2, nct-3, nct, rcd
nc-1, nc-2, nc-3, nc-s, ncd
mixed use
including residental

Map grouping differnt types of residential zoning in the Mission. Source: Elena Whittle
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possiblities for adu’s
in the Mission
article 10 historic lots

adu eligible lots according
to SF planning department
open space

Map of the Mission Showing open space, lots where ADU’s are recommended (yellow) and lots where ADU’s are not allowed due to
historic presevation. in the Mission. Source: Elena Whittle
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variable factors
for intervention
likely preferred by:
city government
new residents (?)

likely preferred by:
existing tenants
new residents (?)

variable factors
Furthermore, there are several factors that can change depending on the dynamic of the players involved. Some of these
include:

physical relationship to
existing fabric

direct contact

indirect contact

The relationship between the new intervention and the existing, where the new complex may have either direct, indirect, or
no physical contact with the existing structure (this isn’t always
possible).
The general organization of the complex, which, depending on
the interests of those involved, may become spread across the
available space, closed off in one area of the site, etc.

general organization

Another crucial factor is circulation, which can either be shared
between existing and new resident,s or can be arranged where
each group has its own circulation paths.
open/disperse on
site

secluded/confined
on area of site

circulation

shared ciruclation

separate circulation

shared

separate

communal space
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Additionally, the complex’s community amenities can either
shared among new and existing residents or can be divided
between spaces designated exclusively for each group.
Another essential factor is the schemes ability to subvert market-oriented housing tendencies. All of the complexes are
designed for large families, which is representative of the structure of the target new residents, whose family size is 4.2 people
on average. Depending on how the pieces are arranged and
designed, they be more likely to be susceptible to be the target
of a conversion to individual rooms to be rented, or apartments
favored by higher income people, a practice favored by developers.
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the proposal
58

59

Re-designing Gentrification

air rights
scheme 1
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In Air Rights Scheme 1, the city aims to create a positive example for their new housing initiatives.
Here, the new residents share circulation with the
existing tenants of the building. They enter from the
same street entrance, and reach their housing complex at the top of the building by travelling up the
existing core, and then up an added extension of the
core to get the roof.
To promote unity, the amenities in the new complex
are open to both the new residents and existing, and
are located in the central tower at the core of the
complex, which create a new center for both residents groups. The scheme has a vertical courtyard
organization, where programs are mixed and stacked
at different levels to encourage interaction. The housing units are dispersed around the peirmeter of the
vertical core.
Even within the vertical apartments of the existing
residents, bedroom, kitchens and living room spaces
are mixed to encourage members of the apartment
block to get to know their neighbors.
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A close up of the apartment organization in this scheme.
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air rights
scheme 2
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In Air Rights Scheme 2, the existing tenants of the
building take control of the development by agreeing
to commit more than the minimum number of housing units to the complex.
Despite jumping to lead the development. The existing tenants are not interested in the new social
opurtunities that are possible by sharing space with
these new residents. Thus, in this scheme, tall towers
of housing units are placed along the perimeter of
the roof, to give the appearance from the street that
there are more units than are actually there. the circulation paths for the existing and new residents are
completely separate. Existing tenants enter through
the typical front door, and use the existing circulation
core of the building, while the new residents of the
complex must utilize circulation cores which the existing tenants insisted by placed in the back and side
alleys along the building. Amenities spaces are not
share between the two groups.
To the indifference of the existing tenants, the architects design the scheme as if it were a campus, where
each tower houses one individual program to allow
for efficient density. On each floor, there are housing
units, kitchen units, and living room units. Unlike other schemes, these 3 programs are not housed in one
area, thus the new residents must walk a short dance
to the kitchen area if they want to cook, or the living
room area if they want to watch tv.
The scheme creates a village atmosphere, but is less
favorable to the supervising developers, who believe
well-off young professionals wouldn’t enjoy a living
arrangement that would require this degree of sharing.
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A close up of the apartment organization in this scheme.
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adu
scheme 1
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In ADU Scheme 1, the existing residents of the block
welcome the city’s initiative as an opportunity to
evoke change and combat the growing economic
inequality in their city. Thus, in this scheme, both existing and new residents lean into the opportunity to
share space in an unprecedented way.
The 2 groups maintain separate entrances into the
center of the block, where the existing resident’s
step outside from the back doors of their houses
and enter at either the ground floor, or at the raised
pathway on the 2nd level. The new residents enter
the complex through 2 designated entryways, which
mark themselves prominently at the perimeter of the
block.
Despite separate circulation paths, all of the amenity
and open space in the block center has agreed to be
shared by the 2 resident groups.
The apartments for the new residents are laid out in
long bars along the interior perimeter of the block, to
allow for maximum space in the center.

78

79

Re-designing Gentrification

A close up of the apartment organization in this scheme.
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adu
scheme 2
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In ADU Scheme 2, existing residents of the block
have successfully, pushed back against the initiative,
and gained control of the mandatory building process after extensive protests. As a result, they managed to maintain a semblance of the backyards they
had before, by pushing the new housing intervention
into the center, as one compact complex with minimal square footage used on the ground floor.
While the design of this scheme is aimed to keep
new residents as far from the existing ones as possible, for the new residents, it fosters a unique attitude
towards shared space. The apartment blocks, made
of an assemblage of the basic housing unit block are
organized with share kitchen and living spaces in the
center, and private quarters where the bedrooms
are located at either ends. Additionally, the scheme
is a self-sustaining bar building, with programs like a
grocery store, play space, and nursery located on the
roof and sides of the complex.
Due to the insistence of the existing residents on the
block, the intervention has minimal contact with the
existing buildings. New and existing residents enter
the center block separately. Existing residents simply
step outside their back doors as before, and the new
residents enter the block from one of 2 subtle portals
at the edge of the block.
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A close up of the apartment organization in this scheme.
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In conclusion, this project began as exploration of how the zoning code
in San Francisco could be manipulated to create new opportunities for
housing in underutilized spaces of the city.
The project then speculates on the architectural implications of how
these new communities can or (cannot) be re-inserted into the urban
fabric, and on how that will influence the city in terms of identity and
ownership. The project asks: if centers of residential blocks and roofs of
downtown buildings can become a new kind of vibrant community in
San Francisco, what could that mean for those that already have control in the city, and for those that increasingly being removed from it?
It is crucial to note that this thesis acknowledges that architecture cannot solely solve the problems of gentrification, but rather argues that
architects should actively rethink how we design around the social,
cultural, and historic layers of the urban fabric today. Furthermore,
rather than viewing it as something outside of our purview, architects
should have a role in addressing the ongoing progression of social inequity in cities, manifested, in one way, through gentrification.
Thus, the project doesn’t aim to solve gentrification as solely a problem
of architecture, but rather, seeks to evoke critique of reality and propose possibilities for a new one.

conclusion
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